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INTERVIEW WITH ALEX L. MERUK 
At his Lahaina home, 171-A Waihikuli Road, Maui 96761 
March 1972 
Aa Alex L. Meruk 
M: Lynda Mair, Interviewer 
Ma Why don't you start off by telling me :.wmething about your 
family and how you happened to come to Hawaii? 
A: Oh, I see, this is personal then. 
Ma Urn hm. 
A: I came to the Islands in 1910 at the age of nineteen. 
M: You came by yourself? 
Aa Yes. Being a European, I traveled in the Mainland from 
1908 to 1910 in different large cities. Finally I landed 
here in the Islands. I accepted a job with the sugar 
plantation at Lahaina, Maui. 
Ma Is this Pioneer Mill [Company]? 
A: With Pioneer Mill as an overseer. Of course, during the 
years of 1910 to 1920, conditions were not too good in the 
Islands, especially financially. For an example 
M: Wait awhile. (recorder turned off and on again) It's do-
ing fine. Go ahead. 
Aa For example, in 1910 the income was very limited. My job 
as an overseer on a plantation paid thirty dollars a 
month. Well, you can see for yourself that that wasn't 
sufficient money· to live the way you would like to. You 
h~d to cut down considerably in many things that you were 
in need of, and your wife also, but we had to get along on 
that amount of money until I was able to better myself. 
I did like the plantation work, but what I didn't 
like about it is I didn't see any possible chances [of ad-
vancement]. Especially at that time conditions were so 
different from today. B'or an example, I lived in a small 
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camp. The name wa~ Puukolii. In that small camp we had 
thirteen different languages, different races: Japanese, 
Chinese; we had Portuguese, Puerto Ricans, Spanish; we had 
Germans. I was the only Hungarian, I believe. We had 
some Polish people. 
Ma Hm. I didn't know there were Polish people here. 
Aa Now how we got along was mo~t interesting: by a mutual 
language. Let's say, if you were hungry you pointed to 
your stomach and all you said was, "kau kau." Kau kau 
meant eat. Work meant hana hana. Up meant mauka; down, 
makai. Ocean was kai; mountain was mauka. That was the 
universal language in the camp and we understood each oth-
er. 
The most interesting was on Sunday when these differ-
ent races had their own tempora1·y churches in their own 
homes. As y')u walked up and down the camp, you could see 
these little groups in different parts of the camp praying 
in their own different languages. But they all believed 
in one definite and positive Creator that was our God. 
Everyone believed in God and that's the wording we used 
instead of Lord or anything else: God in Heaven. 
The work was not too . 
Ma Wait. Let me ask you, were these families that lived in 
the camp or were these single people? 
Aa Families. All these different families, oh yes. Some of 
those people had families, came from Japan with their fam-
ilies; some came from China; some came from Spain, Portu-
gal, Puerto Rico, Germany, Poland. 
Ma How did you happen to come to the ·united States? You came 
from Hungary, right? 
As Yes. I left Hungary at the age of seventeen. I had just 
finished high school. We had visitors from New York City. 
My father's brother and his family came. A cousin of mine, 
about my age, he told me all about the beautiful United 
States. He told me about the Statue of Liberty, how it 
greets you when you come to this beautiful country, and he 
explained to me that the United [States] was just about 
the most wonderful place in the whole world. I believed 
him and, as I say, after I graduated from high school--
about two days later--I left for the United States. 
When I landed in New York City, I was on board and I 
looked over the sights. I saw the Statue of Liberty. I 
admired it--it was most wonderful--and I even made this 
statement to a person standing next to me: "I'm going to 
become a good American for the reason that the United 
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States accepted me. I can come over here and start a new 
life." There were others. There were hundreds of them 
from different parts of Europe--working people. Of course 
their statement was different. They ::;aid, "Oh, we'll make 
a few dollars and then we go home' again." But I firmly 
believed what I'd heard from my cousin, that it is the 
most wonderful country. 
So I landed in New York City and to my biggest sur-
prise, that first evening I stood over there looking up to 
the great big buildings with three pennies in my pocket 
and [I was] a very hungry young man wondering, "What am I 
going to do next?" Well, it was hard. The hardest thing 
in life is when especially a young man at my age is hungry 
and has a good appetite and can't get no food because he 
didn't have no money. Well, I had a very sad experience. 
Discouraged, wondering, "How am I going to get out of this? 
Well, finally I got a job. A department store adver-
tised for an interpreter. I spoke seven European languages 
but I couldn't speak a word of English. But they wanted 
an interpreter, a person who will stand at the door and as 
people come in, they a::;k for certain merchandise, you 
point where to go to in all these different European lan-
guages. They dressed me up like a Christmas tree, like a 
general (laughter), and they even gave me · a big cane in my 
hand to look like a very dignified person. So anyone came 
in, let's say in Hungarian he said, "I would like to buy 
some socks," so I had to point where to go. 
Well, finally the week went by and I was very anxious 
to find out how much money are they going to pay me for 
that job I'm holding and I figured it was a very important 
job because of the different language8 I had to use. Well, 
finally I get my envelope and it was three dollars in there 
for the whole week's work. 
Ma Three dollars? 
Aa Oh, in 1910, oh yes, that's all they pa id. That was big 
money. Three dollars was big money. [It was 1908 when he 
arrived in New York City.] Well, I began to realize that 
I had to be very careful with that money because I had to 
pay my rent, my food seven days a week, a little laundry, 
which of course most of it I done myself, and streetcars. 
I walked to work every morni ng and walked home at night. 
Well, it was very discouraging at the beginning. 
Finally one Saturday, next door to that big store I 
worked, there was a sign: UTENSILS 50i a whole set. Well, 
curiosity; I went in there and looked at it and it was on 
a cardboard--all the kitchen utensils, like a screwdriver 
and a bottle opener a nd all kinds of little gadgets. So 
the man c ame up to me and he says, "Are you intere sted? " 
I said, "Well, I just wanted to see what it's all about." 
4 
He said, "Look, it costs you twenty-five cents for one of 
those cardboards. You sell it for fifty cents, you make a 
profit of twenty-five cents. Now, I give you a dozen for 
three dollars. You go out and sell it. You're going to 
make six dollars; you're going to make three dollars [for 
yourself]." 
So I begin to figure. Now I'm working the whole week 
for three dollars and here I can make every day three dol-
lars. That would give me six times more as much as I had 
made. So I gave him my three dollars. I completely for-
got about my landlady. She's waiting for me every Satur-
day evening for the dollar, you know--the rental. (chuck-
les) I bought that. I gave him my three dollars think-
ing, "Well, tomorrow I'm going out to sell and I'm going 
to make three dollars. It's going to give me six dollars 
and I'm going to tell my landlady that I didn't get paid." 
So when I got there, sure enough she was waiting 
there for her dollar and I told her I'm ' sorry, I didn't 
get paid. I wouldn't get paid till Monday. So I went to 
sleep that evening without having anything to eat. I 
couldn't sleep all night long for thinking about getting 
rid of it now, you know; how I'm going to sell it. 
Finally the morning came and I was out selling them. 
Nine o'clock, ten o'clock, eleven o'clock. I hadn't sold 
one. Finally I got into a place with a lot of Hungarian 
people. Especially there was an old fellow with a long 
pipe in his mouth sitting there. I went up to him and I 
told him. Well, he couldn't understand me. He said, 
"Can't you speak Hungarian?" and I said yes. (both chuck-
le) So I told him that I have these utensils and I'd like 
to [sell them]. "Oh, let me look at it." He looked at it 
very careful [and said], "All right, just a minute." And 
he began to call a bunch of ladies by their first names, 
like Mary, Susie and all that. You know, they all came 
and he says, "Say, this young fellow has something good to 
sell." And in five minutes I sold the whole thing. 
Me Oh, for heaven's sake. 
A: Now I went and I had something to eat, you know. Evening 
came. Finally I went to bed and I couldn't sleep again, 
wondering now, "If I'm able to make three dollars in one 
day, imagine, in ten clays I'm going to have thirty dol-
lars; in twenty days I'm going to have sixty dollars; in 
one month, ninety dollars I" I just couldn't sleep and I 
was so nervous, you know. (Lynda laughs) So next morning 
when I got up, I went back to the same place where I 
bought those things and they were out of business already. 
So I had to go back and work for three dollars a week. 
(laughter) 
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M: Oh not 
Aa Anyway, I got different jobs, not much better financially 
but different jobs, and finally I left New York City on 
foot. I traveled to nearby little towns and as I went 
along there were little farms--farm places. At one place 
there was a sign1 MAN WANTED FOR 'l1HREE DAYS. So I went in 
there and I didn't even ~ee a cow. I didn't know how a 
cow looked like or a horse. I went in there. I told 
them, "I'm looking for a job. You got anything for me to 
do?" They told ~e to come in. I was so hungry and in-
stead of giving me something to eat, they took me in a 
stable with a pitchfork to pick all that manure and throw 
it outside [through] a window-like out in a field, and 
then I had to take it l n the field to some vegetables 
growing there. You kr1ow, throw it in there. I didn't 
know anything about it. I didn't know how to handle that 
for:c. He had to come and show me how to grab it, you know, 
and how to pitchfork it out. 
Anyway, that evening the farmer told his wife that 
the food I'm getting I don't deserve because I didn't work 
hard enough for that little food they give me. I under-
stood the language, you know, and that night I made up my 
mind. I says, "I'm going to go out tomorrow and do the 
best I know how," but when I got out there I realized I 
didn't know anything about it. I didn't know how to get 
started, you see. I did work hard, but no system. I 
didn't know u.nything about it; he had to show me every-
thing. 
Well, a couple of days went by and the third day came 
along. Finally they told me, "Now this is Thursday. Why 
don't you stay till Monday morning?" Evidently they liked 
me and they sympathized with me. So finally Monday morn-
ing came and the lady gave me a little packet with some 
sandwiches to take along with me. I was looking for him 
because I expected a little money for my work. He was no-
where. (laughter) 
So I walked out and you know those farmers, they had 
mailboxes a little distance away from the house on the 
road. So I went out there. There he was waiting for me. 
In a little Bull Durham bag he had nickels, dimes, quar-
ters all tied up. He gave it to me. Evidently he didn't 
want his wife to see it. He put his hand on my shoulder 
and said, "You're a good boy, Alex. Good luck to you and 
take good care of yourself." At least I had u little mon-
ey to keep going. 
Well, I did go to Harrisburg, finally to Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania and I got a job over there in a restaurant. 
I worked a little while until I had enough money to keep 
going. I went to Chicago, just kept on goir~. traveled up 
until I was able to come to the Islands over here. 
M: When you carne to Honolulu, what did you do at first? 
Aa Well, first I began to sell sewing machines. 
Ma Oh really? 
A; Singer sewing machines. Well, it wasn't too good because 
at that time they only Bold to white people. They didn't 
sell to Orientals in those days. 
Ma Why? 
Aa I don't know. They wouldn't do business with Orientals 
unless they paid cash. Well, they didn't have cash those 
days. 
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Then we got acquainted and the next thing we decided 
to come on a plantation to work. We came up here [to 
Maui] and we got a job at Puukolii, a little distance from 
here, and I was there working for them till 1908. In 1908 
I . . . (Mrs. Meruk says, "No, how could that be? We 
came up in 1914. How could you have worked until 1908?") 
Oh yes. Yes, 1918. I beg your pardon. Yeh, 1918, that's 
right. Then we left [Lahaina], back for Honolulu. I ac-
cumulated enough money to go into a pig ranch, wasn't it, 
hm? Unfortunately, it didn't turn out good and in a very 
short time I was broke again. (Lynda laughs) Then I went 
to K~huku, didn't I? I got a job at Kahuku with the much 
better pay of seventy-five dollars a month. That was big 
money those days. 
But before I go any further, I organized the first 
National Guard up in Puukolii with Filipinos and Portu-
guese. I had a company of a hundred and forty men. I was 
in charge; I was their captain. I got my diploma in 1916. 
M; Oh, you mean you had a,course in that? 
Aa Oh, we had to pass an examinat i on. Ye s , oh ye s . Very in-
teresting because we had an old headquarters here for the 
National Guard in Lahaina and I had to come down on a Sun-
day morning to take my examination. I took my examination 
for lieutenant, but after I got my diploma I wa s a captain. 
Most intere s ting. That morning when the colonel f rom 
Honolulu who gave us our sealed envelope s with all the 
questionaries-- I got one and everybody [did] - -we were so 
far apart, the next person from me was about ten feet away. 
We couldn't communicate and I wasn't good in English yet, 
you know. I had a hard time even to understand what the 
writing and those orders were. For instance, right face 
or left face, but I didn't know really what it meant. So 
the colonel came up to me about eleven o'cl ock and he 
asked me, "Well, how are you getting along?" (to his wife) 
Mary. (Mrs. Meruk says, "Yes, I'm going to take her 
down.") She's going to have little ones. 
Ma Yeh. 
Aa I told him, I says, "Colonel, I'm .sorrybut .. . 
Mz She sure is pregnant. 
Aa Yeh. "I don't understand. I don't understand it." I 
told him I'm a European. "Oh, just keep going, keep go-
ing." Six o'clock that evening he came back to me and he 
says, "Well, how are you getting along?" I said . . . 
Ma You were there all day? 
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Aa Yes. I said, "Same as this morning. I don't understand 
it." Oh, most of them already left, you know. There was 
only a couple or three left. Finally he kept us there 
till seven o'clock and he came up to me, says, "Well now, 
let me see your paper." Well, there was nothing I could 
put down; nothing, because I couldn't. He took my paper. 
He says, "Just don't worry," and a couple or three months 
later I got a diploma that big. I got it ' hanging down in 
my office. (laughter) I was made captain; not lieutenant 
but a captain, mind you. Of course I was very, very good 
in drilling. I know how to drill and I had a very fine 
company up in Puukolii. 
Ma And you recruited the people and all that? 
Aa I did. I did all that work over there, but mostly Fili-
pinos. I got some pictures over here. Sad-looking bunch. 
(Lynda laughs) Well anyway, in 1918 we left. I got into 
that pig business, as I told you. 
Ma Whereabouts? 
Az In Honolulu, up Diamond Head, but I lost it and I got a 
job in Kahuku--a much better job, better pay, a very beau-
tiful home. Let me see now. How was it now? I think it ' 
was 1922 when I left Kahuku and I begin to work for Hono-
lulu Plantation at Puuloa. I worked another two years 
there and I didn't care much about it. By that time I 
realized that plantation is no life for me. 
M: Were you still working as an overseer? 
Aa How's that? 
Ma Were you an overseer at the other plantations? 
Aa Yeh, yeh. I was a section boss in Puuloa at Honolulu 
Plantation. So I saved enough money to buy a home. At 
that time, most amazing1 a half an acre fee-simple ground; 
a home on it, not too good, but I paid $1900 for it. A 
half an acre and a good home--nothing good-looking at all 
but it was a nice home--$1900. 
Ma Where was this? 
A a In Honolulu, in Kalihi. 
really very proud of the 
we furnished it nicely. 
job and I decided to buy 
undergarments for men. 
And I was a homeowner. I was 
fact that I owned my home now. 
And then I went out looking for a 
merchandise such as socks, shirts. 
Ma Oh, you're the Realsilk man! 
A1 Yes. 
Ma Donald [Cushnie Mair] told me about that, yeah. (laughs) 
Aa That was later. And I begin to sell from camp to camp but 
it wasn't good enough. 
Ma You mean you went around to the different plantations and 
sold? 
Aa Yes, just kept on selling on the plantations but it wasn't 
too good. I made some money out of it but not enough, so 
I decided to buy a different kind of merchandise, again 
kitchenware--mostly kitchenware--and I went up to Hawaii 
thinking that I'm able to get business much faster than 
here in Honolulu. When I got up to Hawaii I realized that 
transportation was very poor. I had to just go on foot 
from place to place and that was hard. 
Now, one particular morning I left Hila. I went to 
one of the plantations, which was about forty miles away 
from Hilo, on foot. Occasionally the milkman would pick 
me up and very, very little rides I did get, but I got to 
that plantation camp and I begin to sell. I made six dol-
lars that day. I was through and I was on my way back to 
Hilo that evening and I hit Hilo at twelve o'clock at mid-
night. I was ready to move to a hotel, but then I real-
ized it was going to be about a dollar or a dollar and a 
half. It was too expensive for me, making only six dol-
lars and it maybe has to last me two or three days, so I 
sat down on a step and I slept over there till six o'clock 
the next morning to save that amount of money. 
Well anyway, I stayed in Hilo a couple of weeks but 
it wasn't good enough because the expense was too high; I 
couldn't afford it. And I began to realize that not get-
ting enough sleep at night and I have to work the whole 
day, I won't be able to keep it up. 
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So I went back to Honolulu and there was an ad in the 
newspaper. No, a fellow came to our home, a Hawaiian fel-
low, with a sample case and he told me that he got the 
best socks on the market--Realsilk, the best socks ever 
came to the Islands. Well, I told him, "How much?" "Oh, 
a dollar a pair." I can't afford it; it's impossible. 
Ten or fifteen cents, but not a dollar for a pair of socks. 
I laughed at him. He said, "But look, it is the best." 
He tried his very best but I couldn't afford it. 
Finally he says to me, "Why don't you go up and work 
for that company?" I says, "I'd like to." He give me the 
address, I went up there and the manager told me, "I'm 
sorry but we haven't got a vacancy." I said, "Have you 
got anybody out in the country?" He said, "Oh no, we 
don't send nobody out there; no business over there." I 
said to him, "You mean to tell me Puuloa where I work, 
Aiea, Waipahu--you mean you have nobody out there?" He 
said, "No, we did have but they couldn't make it." I said, 
"Well, if you give me a sample case and give me my train-
ing, that's the terri tory I want. " He couldn't see it my 
way, but finally he gave in. · 
I got training for six days. On the seventh day, 
which was on Saturday, he told me, "Now go ahead." So I 
went out to Puuloa and there was a little station over 
there. A colored man, they called him the Mayor of Puuloa. 
He was a six-footer. He used to be a railroad conductor, 
you know; one of those big Yankee coal-black guys. You 
maybe have heard of or seen them. 
Ma Urn hm. 
A: I knew him so well. His name was Sam and when I came he 
says to me, "Well, Mr. Meruk, what are you doing now?" I 
said, "Oh, I'm selling the best socks in America." "Well," 
he says, "I need some but I cannot .get the heavy socks I 
need because I'm very cold at my feet." I said, "Well, I 
can fix it." I showed him my heaviest hose. "Oh, that's 
not heavy enough." I said, "What size do you wear?" He 
said, "Twelve." I said, "Sam, I'm going to tell you some-
thing. You buy one dozen size twelve and one dozen twelve 
and a half. Put one sock on, the size twelve, and put the 
twelve and a half over it and you're going to get the hot-
test, warmest socks you ever had in your life." (laugh-
ter) And he accepted it and he ordered from me one dozen 
each. Well, eighteen and eighteen is thirty-six dollars. 
[Twenty-four pairs at $1.50 each] I made six dollars, 
mind you, right there. Then he says to me, "Have you got 
any white shirts with ... " 
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... a good proposition because I figured I had 
enough to retire. By that time, of course, I bought a 
home up in Nuuanu. It cost me $42,500 cash. I lived op-
posite the [Oahu] Country Club. It was a concrete home, a 
beautiful home. Then thiu happened and I begin to realize 
that I hadn't got enough money. I had some stock, but not 
enough, so I had to go out and work a little bit longer. 
So then I took up the Better Business Bureau and I worked 
for them for the next four years, at which time I realized 
that I had sufficient money to retire now. Then I made up 
my mind to sell my plaee in Honolulu and come up to Maui. 
I bought a very beautiful home down below on Front 
Street [in Lahaina] but it was too hot, so I sold that at 
a very nice profit and I built this home over here. I 
bought one up in Kula too. When it gets too hot, which it 
does quite often, then I go up there for a little while. 
Now I'm eighty-one years old. I worked hard in my 
life. I've done a lot of charitable work. I know that I 
have done the right thing by my fellow man. I know that. 
Today, I feel that I have done my job. I'm still doing a 
lot of charitable work but I want to call it final as far 
as my activities because a person when he gets up to this 
age, his thinking capacity and everything in general is 
limited. So I would like very much from now on to enjoy 
myself in the quiet of this beautiful home, beautiful view 
as you look out there: the ocean. 
Ma Yes. 
A: There is Molokai. There is Lanai on that side. The whales 
are coming through here and beautiful boats back and forth. 
It is really something to live up here and I'm very happy 
and satisfied that I came to the Islands of Hawaii, to 
this estate. I'm very happy that I have made so many good 
wonderful friends. 
M: Tell me about some of your experiences selling. 
A: How's that? 
Ma Tell me about some of the experiences you had selling. 
A: Oh, if you hold it for a minute, I'll be right back. 
Ma Okay, (recorder turned off and on again) 
Aa You take, in selling, you have to build up your merchan-
dise. Of course the Realsilk merchandise has been the 
finest. There's no doubt about it. But you have to build 
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it up to a point, when you get into a home, you have a 
genuine interesting story. You have to get away from your 
merchandise just for seconds, you know, to attract their 
attention. You have to connect somethi·ng like the Statue 
of Liberty. Now the Statue of Liberty has got nothing to 
do with your merchandise, but if you believe in that won-
derful statue, it's there for one purpose: liberty. It is 
the finest; it is the grandest; it is a most wonderful 
piece of object. Well now, I want you to know that the 
Realsilk Hosiery Company made a p~ir of socks that cannot 
be duplicated by anybody el~e. We have the patent; we 
have the rights to manufacture the finest socks in this 
world, bar none. Now, when you buy a pair of socks from 
me, or a pair of ladies' stockings, you are buying the 
finest because it will outlast anything you've ever, ever 
bought. 
All right. I have heard it many a time as I go from 
door to door: "Oh, I can buy for my husband a pair of socks 
for twenty-five cents." I says, "Well, I can tell you 
where you can get one for ten cents, but if that's all you 
want, that's not merchandising." I said, "You want to get 
a pair of socks for your husband that will last at least a 
year. Now if you spent twenty-five cents for a pair of 
socks, it will last you only one month or· a month and a 
half. You got to replace it six times [in a year]. Six 
times twenty-five cents is a dollar and a half. Now I can 
assure you that my socks will outlast any other socks on 
the market. And furthermore, if anything goes wrong with 
that sock, it's not your fault. It is the socks' fault; 
you're going to get a new pair." We done that over and 
over again. 
Ma Hmm. 
A: Same with the ladies' stockings. "If you're not satisfied, 
let me know. I'll check. I'll come and see it. I know 
if it's your fault or not. You're going to get a new one. 
If I accept it, you're going to get a new one and I'm tell-
ing you, ninety out of a hundred receive a new piece of 
merchandise from us. We stand, we guarantee, we stand be-
hind our merchandise. 
Now I can go out on a very beautiful morning. Let's 
say a summer morning, I leave my office at nine o'clock in 
the morning and I go out to Waialua and that's a long dis-
tance. And I'll be back about five o'clock and I have 
about thirty, forty dollars in my pocket. I made good 
money because the people are going to buy. They know. 
They know that when I come in there I'm going to sell them 
the best. No one else can sell them anything better than 
I. I made this statement over and over again, that God 
has not allowed anyone to do and make a better piece of 
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merchandise than the Realsilk. I made that statement over 
and over again because I believed in that. I would actu-
ally stake my life against the mevchandise that Realsilk 
has manufactured. Well, here. Would you believe that 
this is a 1953 [pair of socks] when I bought it maybe 1950 
(Lynda laughs)? Here it is, lookl Lookl 
Ma And it's ~till going strong? My goshl 
A& Is there any hole or anything? Here you are. Now anybody 
would be proud to sell a piece of merchandise like that. 
You can't go wrong. It's good. 
So I had my salespeople. We had our meetings. Ima-
gine the same twenty, thirty or forty people--sometime we 
had more or less--who have worked together for years and 
years. My bookkeeper was with me thirty years. Some of 
my salespeople were with me for thirty years; worked with 
me because I suggested to them& "It's not the money that 
you are making. You're making it. How much are you able 
to save from that money? That's the most important thing. 
Are you going out every morning, make a few dollars and 
you spend it? Put some of it away. Now, I want to see 
your bank book, otherwise you can't work for me. You've 
got to save money because I want you to be independent. 
You leave in the morning. You don't have to worry abouta 
am I going to be able to pay my rent or, you know, other 
bills? You have it. You've paid. You've got that money 
waiting for a time to pay it out because you made it al-
ready. You have. it saved. You have no worries in the 
morning and it's important to have a clear mind. If you 
haven't got a clear mind, how can you sell?" 
Just imagine, I go out with all this. "Oh, I got to 
pay rent. I got to buy this. Oh, what I going do?" How 
can I sell? I haven't got a clear mind. But if I can go 
out and everything is behind me, everything is clean in 
front of you. "Get in there and entertain your customers. 
Give them that five minutes or ten minutes to make it real-
ly interesting for them." And believe me, I did. When 
they saw me coming, they opened the door for me. I didn't 
have to knock (laughter) because the door was opened al-
ready for me because they knew they were going to have a 
fifteen, twenty minutes interesting time. I got in with 
the finest people--the wealthiest and the finest people in 
the Hawaiian Islands, and they bought from me. 
You know, I had the nerve one time. . . . A fellow 
who came over here from the Mainland, he sold twenty-dol-
lar shirts. I went up to that manager on a plantation 
[who had bought one]. I told him, "You mean to tell me 
you buy?'' "Well," he said, "that's the finest shirt on 
the market." I said, "All right. Mine is four dollars. 
When you go on the race track, how many horses are there? 
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Only one horse? No. Well, I put mine in there too. See 
which one is a better horse, the twenty dollar or the four 
dollar." And they bought from me. They kept on buying 
then because they realized that they saved sixteen dollars 
on a shirt. Sure, they could afford twenty dollars. Nat-
urally they can. But I proved to them that my shirt was 
just as good and better. 
. You know, I was proud of the fact that we had a thir-
ty-five~[inch] sleeve length because very few stores had 
it. All right. And one year after, you ask a fellow, 
"What is the length of your sleeve yet?" "Thirty-five." 
It didn't shrink. It was still thirty-five. 
Socks--ladies' stockings, size eight. You go 
store, you cannot buy size-eight ladies' hose. We 
Size-nine men's socks. You ever heard of anything 
it? We had it. Thirte~n? There was a man here. 
ber old Freeland? 
Ma Urn hm • 
. I 
to a 
had it. 
like 
Remem-
A a Old Man Freeland 1 he couldn't ·buy a sock anywhere. I came 
along. He said, "Mr. Meruk, if you can give me a size 
thirteen . . . " "Thirteen and a half. (laughter) I got 
it." He was a life customer. 
Now I the last convention I had attended with the 
Realsilk Hosiery Company, and that was in San Francisco, 
we had the first meeting at the Fairmont Hotel at eight 
o'clock that evening and I was the first speaker. We had 
a group: the president of the company, the vice-president, 
the regional manager, and they had about forty-some-odd 
managers sitting at that dinner table and they listened 
when I spoke. Then I was asked, "Mr. Meruk, will you 
please get up and tell us?" And you know what I told 
them? "If I had to do my life all over again, I wouldn't 
want it any better." Isn't that a good statement, for a 
bunch of salespeople and managers to hear that? I told 
them, "Now I'm selling three generations today. " At that 
time I had especially one old-timer. He's about ninety-
nine now, [William H.] Borthwick. He was my customer, his 
son was my customer, and his son was my customer. Three 
generations. 
Ma Wow. 
Aa And I said, "If I would stay longer in the business I would 
have the fourth one too." They were so satisfied. Now 
that's how I created my business in the Islands. I had 
people (chuckles), a bunch of names here: so - and-so buys 
from me; the whole three generation buy s from me. Sati s -
fied? Not one compl ai nt ever . If something is wro ng, 
they call me up. I change it f or t hem right away. You 
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know, I take interest. It's an adjustment? Didn't make 
any difference to me, sale or adjustment, but I knew how 
much I'm going to make. I knew how much my salespeople 
were going to make. We knew ahead of time. We were able 
to figure ahead of time because we had satisfied custom-
ers, you know, and we had so many. If you asked us, "Well, 
how many steady customers have you?" "Oh, I got about 
three hundred and fifty." Well, you figured out the money 
they spent at three dollars a year, hmm? You've got it. 
We know how much we're going to make ahead of time. 
Then we always tried to get ~orne new ones. These old 
customers would give us new ones. Schofield Barracks--
they wouldn't allow anyone to go in there. Why did they 
allow me? The general's wife. It was because of her. 
She said, "That's the best merchandise and I recommend 
that to you ladies over here," and I had a right of way to 
come to Schofield and sell. (Lynda laughs) So that's how 
we done business. 
But now I would like to say one thing , and if the 
salespeople would do it today. And this is ita every time 
they had a meeting, the first thing I told them about was 
"Your honesty to your customers, your sincerity, your 
truthfulness. And it has a lot to do with your selling. 
It is the day you put that--don't give them or sell them 
anything that you don't know anything about. You got to 
know it. You got to know first." If you do that today as 
we did years ago, business conditions can't go wrong. 
I wouldn't want to be in business today; what I see, 
you know, the way things go. I wouldn't know how to go 
about it. I'll be honest about it because I still believe 
in that fairness, you know; honest, truthful sales. You 
didn't have to worry. "Well, did I say something that is 
not right?" You didn't have to because it came out with-
out even thinking because you told the truth. You could 
not elevate your merchandise. You could not speak higher 
about your merchandise, because it~ so. You were wear-
ing it yourself. 
Now today so many things go on, mostly unpleasant-
ness. Now how do we old-timers look at it? We know the 
young generation. They don't know any better. They ac-
cept anything, y"ou know, long as it's good, long as it 
sounds good and fast, and like dancing and singing and 
hollering and yelling. They like it. Okay. But we don't. 
We put a line here and we put a line over there now be-
cause we are old. We went through those things, not once; 
twice, three times. We know all about it. We know what's 
coming as soon as they begin. 
Ma Right, yeh. 
Aa Right? 
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M: Uh huh. 
A: But still, if an elderly person has common sense, that's 
the most important thing that they don't teach you today--
common sense. If you have ' common sense, you don't inter-
fere with their activities. They like it; let them have 
it. They have to learn by themselves if it's right or 
wrong. You can tell them a hundred times over again it's 
no good or it's wrong. It doesn't mean nothing to them 
because they live in a different world entirely. 
You, with your experience, you go and tell them some-
thing. A young kid over there who doesn't know nothing go 
tell them something. They'll listen to him because he's 
more interesting. He's fast. This old man, he's too 
slow. (chuckles) You know. That's it. But the truth is 
God in Heaven has given us something that very few people 
know up until you get to be an old mana that you can look 
at it and you know it's wrong, but still, it's none of 
your business ·. Let them go ahead. Let them go to it. 
They have to learn by themselves. They will find out if 
it's wrong or right. 
Ma Yeh, right. 
A: You know, we are in a position to analyze, hm? I mean if 
you still got common sense in your head. Well, you ana-
lyze it, you look at it, you know it's wrong. You won't 
tell them because you know it won't do you no good to tell 
them. Long as you don .' t do it, leave it alone, see? 
Ma Yeh, yeh. Right. Can you remember any other stories 
about the early days? 
A; Well, yes, especially over here. When I worked on the 
plantation, one Sunday morning the manager called me up. 
I was up in Puukolii. He called me up that there's a cap-
tain from a sailing vessel [here]--in those days they came 
here with lumber and such to Lahaina--and he knew that 
there was a luau a little ways out and if I would take 
this sailing captain out to that luau. He sent me some 
cigars so I can treat this old captain and we went out 
there. Anyway, I saw it; he didn't but I was looking for 
it. There was a pig all right, and there was a dog. They 
had them both for that luau, you know. (Lynda laughs) I 
won't eat anyway. So while they were eating, and I was 
sitting next to the captain, he'd eat and say, "Oh, this 
is good." (chuckles) He lik.ed it. Old Hawaiian fellow, 
he went down like this. (demonstrates and barks; Lynda 
laughs) The old captain says to me, "What's the matter 
with him? 11 "Oh, he's just playing. They always do that. 11 
I couldn't tell him that he imitates a dog, the [luau] dog. 
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So, we had a lot of interesting times over here. 
They haven't got it today, but those days when the har-
vesting season was over on a plantation, then the planta-
tion had a big blowout. They killed cattle and they sent 
everybody some free meat. They made it very interesting 
for the people. Well, we're through cutting cane, har-
vesting all through, now we're going to have a good time. 
And everybody enjoyed themselves. 
Now, if they had a baseball [game], they send the 
trucks over there to pick up these people, take them down 
to the baseball game. Free everything. Free transporta-
tion. People got together. They used to sing. We used 
to get up on a stage and entertain the people. I used to 
get up there and sing too. 
Now, the Filipinos in my National Guard, some of them 
could not speak English and I always helped them out. For 
instance, it was the Fourth of July and I remember that so 
well. We built a bridge in the park over there at Puuko-
lii and when it got dark I gave each of my soldiers a half 
a dozen blank ammunition to put in their guns. I divided 
them. One was the enemy and the bridge was supposed to be 
blowed up. Everything was dark. Of course I had a whis-
tle and they listened to that because I trained them. One 
whistle, then the right flank begins to move toward the 
bridge to take the bridge over. Two whistles. Slowly, 
then all of a sudden, boom! A little dynamite blew it up 
and they begin to fire everybody's six-six [six shooters]. 
(laughter) The whole camp was excited. But we done those 
things. 
One time the general came up to Puukolii and I had a 
guard outside the gate. When the general and his staff 
came up, this Filipino guard [presented arms]. The gener-
al was very much surprised that such a thing we do, you 
knowi honor the general coming in and present arms. But 
when he spoke to the Filipino, he couldn't talk. (laugh-
ter) He knew how to go through it, but he couldn't talk. 
But he was really delighted that we made those accomplish-
ments there. Real military, you know. Of course I had 
sergeants who could speak nicely, and I had the right guy 
especially, my first sergeant. He was Portuguese. He 
could speak very nicely. I was lucky I had a bugler. Re-
member that bugler from the constabulary there? Beauti-
ful, just beautiful, the way he blow that taps, you know. 
Well, we had to entertain ourselves those days. We 
didn't have anything. · (train whistle blows) Very few 
people had phonographs. We had one up there. Many times 
the Filipinos came and f:>erenaded us at night, but that's 
about all the entertainment. Well, we occasionally had 
moving pictures. That's about all. That was the life. 
Very quiet. (sound of train passing by) 
M: Um hm. Is that the Kaanapali train? 
A: Oh yes! Have you seen it already? 
M: No, I'd like to see it. 
A: Well, then. It's going by. (recorder turned off and on 
again) One time they grabbed me and tied me up. 
M: Oh really? 
Aa Yes. 
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Ma And then what happened? They just didn't want you around, 
so they tied you up? 
Aa No. They just tie you up and a big man come along and 
they left you. (microphone noises) By that time they had 
g~ne already. I'm telling you it was really tough, and 
little money you get, you knuw. 
I'll never forget the firut rai~e I got from thirty 
dollars to forty-three. I was building a bridge, a big 
trestle, for the pineapple company. That wa s the funniest 
thing. The trestle, that bridge, was about a hundred feet 
from the ground. We built it from both sides, you know. 
Finally we got it closed and the first car. . . . In 
those days the brake was a handbrake. So the first car 
was coming down a very small grade, yuu know, coming down 
slowly and this fellow was standing ove r there and working 
that brake . Suddenly the car tipped over. But you know 
what, I could not understand because the weight--that lit-
tle cane car should have come down first and the man on 
top; but no, just the opposite. The man came down first 
and the car crushed him. See, a hundred feet. 
M: Yeh. 
A: So, there you are. Oh, that instance when this happened, 
we all run down to try to help that person. 
Ma Uh huh. He wasn't killed? (clatter of dishes) 
Aa Yeh, he was killed. And the manager, Weinzheimer, he came 
and one of the di r ectors came to check on that . So, they 
just got there. 'Course they're used to that, evidently. 
The manager says to me, "Well, how did it happen?" "I 
don't know. Everything was compl ete and this was the first 
car coming acro s s to see if our grade is corr ect." We 
give i t jus t a very small percentage, you know. He said, 
"He handled i t very ni c e . Suddenl y, c ame off-- the car and 
hi m." 
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By that time the director came over and I don't know 
him. I didn't know him at all. "Well," he says, "those 
things happen. It's not your fault." I thought to my-
self, "My fault? I got · nothing to do with it!" And the 
manager says to me, "Oh, Mr. Meruk, you're going to get a 
little raise in your next envelo:{>e." So payday came, I 
got ten dollar raise. (chuckles). 
Ma You got a raise after the car had the accident. 
A: Uh huh. 
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